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Because methods fact-checkers use to select statements, consider evidence and render judgment 
fail to stand up to the rigors of scientific inquiry and threaten to stifle political debate, Uscinski 
and Butler (2013) argue fact-checking should be condemned to the dustbin of history. However, 
the premises upon which they build their arguments are flawed. By sampling from multiple 
“fact-checking agencies” that do not practice fact-checking on a regular basis in a consistent 
manner, they perpetuate the selection effects they criticize and undermine their own position. 
Furthermore, not only do their arguments suffer from overgeneralization, they fail to offer 
empirical quantification to support some of their anecdotal criticisms. This rejoinder offers a 
study demonstrating a high level of consistency in fact-checking and argues that as long as 
unambiguous practices of deception continue, fact-checking has an important role to play in the 
U.S. and around the world. 
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Revisiting the Epistemology of Fact-Checking 
In January 2014, the Minister of Basic Education claimed South Africa’s education 
system was “on the right track” as evidenced by significant improvements in the required 
graduation exam known as the “matrics.” However, according to Africa Check, an independent 
fact-checking organization affiliated with the University of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, the 
results of this exam are not designed to be reflective of academic achievement in the education 
system in part because it does not account for the high percentage of underperforming students 
who drop out prior to taking the exam (Wilkinson 2014). A continent away, El Poligrafo, a fact-
checking initiative of Chile’s oldest newspaper, El Mercurio, revealed that candidates in the 
2013 presidential election had counterfeited, exaggerated or misrepresented university degrees, 
work positions and other biographic data, including current President Michelle Bachelet 
(“Resumes and Biographies” 2013).1 In yet another part of the world, residents of an embattled 
Ukraine were trying to make sense of the escalating chaos. On June 18, 2014, a grisly image of a 
young, deceased girl was posted to the internet by a Russian newspaper columnist urging 
residents in the southeast of Ukraine to take revenge on the “Ukrainian junta” for the death of 
innocent children. However, a Ukrainian fact-checking organization scrutinized the authenticity 
of the image and exposed it as a phony propaganda ploy. The photo had no relation to events in 
southeastern Ukraine and instead was of a young victim killed in Syria (“Photo of Little Girl” 
2014). These clear cut deceptions – a matter of life and death in one case – stand in contrast to 
the examples of poor fact-checking outlined by Uscinski and Butler (2013). While Uscinski and 
Butler raise some important issues that merit due caution by fact-checkers, some of their 
observations may be more likely the result of a lack of conceptual clarity and poor sample 
selection than an inherent problem within the enterprise of fact-checking. 
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The premise of Uscinski and Butler’s criticism is twofold: fact-checkers take facts as self 
evident and they engage in methodologically questionable practices. “The problem is,” they 
write, “…[fact-checkers] present ‘the facts’ as if they are so clear that they stand alone, and that 
their content, their context, and their classification as one or several facts are self-evident” (168). 
Uscinski and Butler proceed to address five methodological challenges they find inherent in fact-
checking (although they indicate this is not an exhaustive list): 1) selection effects, 2) 
confounding multiple facts or picking apart a whole, 3) causal claims, 4) predicting the future, 
and 5) inexplicit selection criteria.2 However, the premises upon which they build their 
arguments are flawed. By sampling from PolitiFact.com, a dedicated fact-checking organization, 
as well as the New York Times and the Washington Post, newspapers that have not consistently 
practiced fact-checking, they perpetuate the selection effects they criticize and undermine their 
own position. Furthermore, not only do their arguments suffer from overgeneralization, they fail 
to offer empirical quantification to support some of their anecdotal criticisms. 
It is precisely because facts are complex and often not self-evident that more fact-
checking, rather than less, is necessary. Far from taking facts as self-evident, the three dedicated 
U.S. fact-checkers agree that there are degrees of accuracy (Author Cite 2013). After putting 
conceptual clarity around the practice of fact-checking, the first section of this paper addresses 
some of the concerns posed by Uscinski and Butler. In the empirical section of the article, a 
content analysis across multiple elections establishes the level of agreement between the three 
national political fact-checking organizations in the U.S. Political ads from both the 2008 and 
2012 U.S. presidential elections are used in the analysis to examine the level of consistency in 
accuracy evaluations between FactCheck.org, PolitiFact.com and the Washington Post’s Fact 
Checker. A high level of agreement between the fact-checkers indicates success at selecting 
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political claims that can be consistently evaluated. The article closes with a discussion of these 
findings including their limitations and opportunities for future research. 
I. What Is a Fact-checker? 
The fact-checking landscape has become crowded with many organizations that purport 
to verify the accuracy of political claims. Besides the dedicated U.S. fact-checking organizations 
such as FactCheck.org and PolitiFact.com, many traditional news outlets (both print and 
electronic) offer this type of journalism (such as the Washington Post’s “Fact Checker”) as do 
partisan media critics and even the political campaigns themselves. Around the globe, the Duke 
University Reporter’s Lab has documented 48 currently active dedicated fact-checking 
operations on six continents (Adair 2014).3 This includes efforts in larger countries like Australia 
and India to small countries like Albania, Georgia, and Moldova. 
As a form of accountability journalism, dedicated fact-checkers are committed to 
publicizing errors or falsehoods regardless of the source. While partisan bloggers can sometimes 
offer valuable scrutiny, they generally lack credibility among wide audiences because their work 
is limited to the opposition (Graves and Glaisyer 2012). As observed by the Post’s former Fact 
Checker, Michael Dobbs (2012: 13), when critics fail to take on both sides, “…you are no longer 
a fact-checker. You are a tool in a political campaign.” Thus, the viability of fact-checking 
depends upon it being generally accepted as unbiased. The challenge of this enterprise, however, 
is its very hallmark: rendering judgment as to whether a claim is factually true. To do so without 
drawing criticisms of bias is difficult (Author Cite 2013).   
Definition 
Before beginning a systematic inquiry into a phenomenon, social science requires 
conceptual clarity. The closest approximation to a conceptual definition provided by Uscinski 
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and Butler is this “premise” of fact-checking: that “…one can compare statements about politics, 
policy, society, economics, history and so on – the subject matter of political debate – to ‘the 
facts’ so as to determine whether a statement about these topics is a lie” (163). Whether fact-
checkers strive to disclose lies will be addressed momentarily. But first, consider an alternate 
definition of fact-checking used by the American Press Institute:  
Fact checkers and fact-checking organizations aim to increase knowledge by re-reporting 
and researching the purported facts in published/recorded statements made by politicians 
and anyone whose words impact others’ lives and livelihoods. Fact checkers investigate 
verifiable facts, and their work is free of partisanship, advocacy and rhetoric. 
 
The goal of fact checking should be to provide clear and rigorously vetted information to 
consumers so that they may use the facts to make fully cognizant choices in voting and 
other essential decisions (Elizabeth 2014). 
 
Rather than checking the more generalized “statements…of political debate,” according to API, 
fact-checkers are narrowly concerned with statements that are based upon verifiable facts. 
It then follows that if the object of inquiry is the practice of fact-checking, it is important 
to sample from those organizations that actually perform fact-checking. Uscinski and Butler’s 
lack of conceptual clarity leads to problems with their own sample selection. Their critique was 
based upon the performance of “three fact-checking agencies,” PolitiFact, the New York Times 
and the Washington Post (178). Rather than fact-checking agencies, however, the Times and the 
Post are more appropriately characterized as newspapers. While the Post’s “Fact Checker” has 
regularly conducted fact-checking since 2011, Uscinski and Butler do not make clear whether 
their sampled articles were from the Fact Checker or the Post’s general news coverage. Given 
that the Fact Checker was on hiatus between 2009 and 2011, and Uscinski and Butler’s study 
sample drew from the years 2009 – 2012, they presumably have articles in their analysis that 
were not from a dedicated fact-checker. Moreover, fact-checking coverage from the Times has 
not been consistently institutionalized. While the Times has occasionally run fact-checks, it has 
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been limited to election cycles and has employed inconsistent methods (Author Cite 2012). Thus, 
if one is interested in evaluating the methods of fact-checking, why sample from sources that do 
not practice it on a regular basis in a consistent manner? This oversight is particularly perplexing 
given Uscinski and Butler’s careful explanation of selection effects. 
Evaluation Methods 
To adequately perform analyses of fact-checking, it is important to recognize that fact-
checkers have differing methodological approaches to evaluating claims. PolitiFact uses its 
Truth-O-Meter rating to facilitate the interpretive process and make fact-checking more 
accessible to the general public. Six categories designate the level of accuracy in a factual 
statement ranging from “true,” “mostly true,” “half true,” “mostly false,” “false,” to “pants on 
fire,” a ridiculously false statement (“About PolitiFact” n.d.). The Post’s Fact Checker uses a 
different type of rating metric based upon the fictional children’s character, Pinocchio. Claims 
are assigned anywhere from one to four Pinocchios depending upon the degree of inaccuracy. 
True statements receive The Geppetto Checkmark (Kessler 2011). In addition to their rating 
metrics, both PolitiFact and the Fact Checker offer contextual explanations of their rulings. In 
contrast, FactCheck.org simply contextualizes statements for readers by identifying what may be 
potentially misleading rather than using a rating metric system (Author Cite 2013). It relies 
solely upon contextual corrections because it has not been able to establish an objective way to 
weight the egregiousness of any particular inaccuracy (Author Cite 2012). Thus, contrasting the 
three national fact-checkers demonstrates how variable their different methods of evaluating 
claims are and makes one-to-one comparisons between the fact-checkers difficult. 
Overgeneralizations 
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Among Uscinski and Butler’s objections to fact-checking, a predominating concern is the 
use of rating metrics such as PolitiFact’s Truth-O-Meter and the Fact Checker’s Pinocchios. 
Indeed, the use of rating metrics often invites criticism for reducing value-laden political 
questions to a simplistic measure and for suggesting a scientific rigor which journalistic fact-
checking should not claim.4 However, Uscinski and Butler fail to analyze fact-checkers that use 
methods other than ratings framed around degrees of truth even though many alternatives exist. 
For instance, the Las Vegas Sun uses a fairness meter where political attacks are parsed based 
upon the strategy behind them, how they were delivered, and whether facts support or refute 
them. Evaluations are designated by categorizations of Legit, Eye Roll, Guffaw, Laughable or 
Outrageous (Damon 2012). Australia’s ABC Fact Check signifies the accuracy of claims using 
color-based categories: In The Red, In The Green or In Between - red being a negative ruling, 
green being a positive, and yellow or orange rulings suggest approaching a claim with caution 
(“About Fact Check” n.d.). Most inexplicably, Uscinski and Butler fail to consider the efforts of 
FactCheck.org – the longest established fact-checking organization in the U.S. Because 
FactCheck.org relies upon contextual corrections, it claims to avoid the simplistic understandings 
of the world that the authors attribute to PolitiFact and the Fact Checker. Nonetheless, despite a 
lack of empirical evidence testing whether the use of rating metrics in fact-checking results in a 
more simplistic understanding of a complex world, and despite failing to sample from fact-
checking organizations that offer contextual corrections without metrics, the authors condemn 
fact-checking to the dustbin of history. 
Uscinski and Butler are also inconsistent in their criticism of rating metrics. In some 
passages, they indicate that fact-checkers operate in binary terms. For example, “a fact can be 
sorted neatly into the categories of ‘truth’ or ‘lie’” (163), “the opposite of the truth as perceived 
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by a fact checker is a lie” (165), or “the simplistic, black-and-white world of ‘fact’ versus ‘lie’ 
proves to be inadequate’ (170). However, they also write that “fact checkers are able to see only 
(to one degree or another) ‘lies’” (162). In other words, here they concede that fact-checkers do 
communicate degrees of accuracy. This concession is more in line with the actual practice of 
dedicated fact-checkers. For instance, PolitiFact explicitly indicates that its designations of 
accuracy are “based on the concept that – especially in politics - truth is not black and white” 
(“About PolitiFact” n.d.). Similarly, the Fact Checker assigns a particular number of Pinocchios 
based upon factual omissions, exaggerations or errors and whether the information is misleading 
(Kessler 2011). Furthermore, fact-checkers such as FactCheck.org that do not employ rating 
metrics obviously do not adhere to the authors’ criticism of binary logic either.  
Coupled with Uscinski and Butler’s criticism of binary logic is the claim that fact-
checkers accuse politicians of lying. Once again, this is an overgeneralization that does not apply 
across the board to fact-checkers. To be sure, the Fact Checker does assign Pinocchios – a 
fictional children’s character prone to telling lies. Likewise, PolitiFact has its “Pants on Fire” 
designation (as in “liar, liar, pants on fire”) on its rating scale for ridiculous claims and also 
assigns an annual “Lie of the Year” award. Yet, the co-founders of FactCheck.org take extreme 
care to avoid implying intentionality. While many political ads often scold opponents for lying, 
FactCheck.org does not use this term. “We have no way of reading minds or divining anyone’s 
intent” explains co-founder Brooks Jackson. Kathleen Hall Jamieson, FactCheck’s other co-
founder, has also observed that it is plausible that some political figures may even be operating 
amidst high levels of self-delusion. Thus, FactCheck tends to avoid this type of language (Author 
Cite 2013). Nonetheless, it does compile an annual list of the biggest “Whoppers” (Graves 2013) 
providing fodder for Uscinski and Butler’s criticism. 
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Even among the fact-checkers that do occasionally impute intent to lie, they maintain that 
the mission of fact-checking is not to measure which candidate “lies most” but rather to provide 
the public with information about the accuracy of statements made by political figures (Author 
Cite 2013). However, PolitiFact’s Bill Adair recognizes that people may use their data to do so. 
On this matter, he considers PolitiFact analogous to an umpire. “You don't ask an umpire, 
‘Who's out at home more often?’ He'd probably shrug his shoulders and say ‘Well, y'know, I 
dunno.’ Sometimes they call the Red Sox out; sometimes they call the Yankees out.” PolitiFact 
does occasionally step back and look thematically at some trend it may have noticed, but it does 
not see its job as saying “Democrats have more falsehoods than Republicans do” (personal 
communication, May 31, 2010). Nonetheless, this has not stopped others from doing so despite 
the practice being scientifically invalid. 
In October, 2012, for example, the Center for Media and Public Affairs announced a 
study entitled “Fact-checkers Disagree on Who Lies Most.” The initial problem with this study is 
that it seems to only appear as a press release. It is neither formally published in any type of 
peer-reviewed journal nor even on a website. Even more problematic, however, is the misuse of 
data. The fact-checkers included in the study, PolitiFact and the Fact Checker, do not claim to 
measure which candidate “lies most.” In order to do so, every factually verifiable claim uttered 
by each candidate would need to be checked. This, of course, does not happen. Furthermore, the 
data CMPA used to compare the two organizations included cases in which the two fact-checkers 
evaluated similar but not identical claims. This immediately invalidates the findings because an 
apples to apples comparison was not being made. In the world of fact-checking, the addition or 
omission of just one word can change the entire meaning of a claim (Author Cite 2013). Thus, 
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any efforts that claim fact-checkers measure how often politicians lie are using data in a way that 
was not intended and, as in the case of CMPA, in a way that is not methodologically valid. 
II. Triangulating the Truth 
While it may be impossible to ascertain from fact-checkers who “lies” the most, it is 
possible to see how consistent the leading fact-checkers are with one another. Particularly given 
that the three dedicated, national fact-checkers in the U.S. all use different methods to evaluate 
the accuracy of political claims, comparisons between the three can be viewed as a form of 
triangulation. In the social sciences, triangulation refers to convergence of evidence from 
different methods or sources. By combining different methods of analysis, triangulation can 
compensate for the apparent weaknesses of any individual approach. If these differing methods 
all produce similar results, our confidence in the validity of findings increases (Singleton and 
Straits 2005). One study has employed this method and found that when the same political ad 
claims from the 2008 U.S. presidential election were evaluated, the leading fact-checkers agreed 
in their assessments of accuracy 98% of the time (Author Cite, Forthcoming). 
There are theoretical reasons for expecting consistency between leading fact-checkers. 
We know from the literature in psychology that source credibility plays a role in the acceptance 
of arguments. Reputable sources will generally be more influential. Sources perceived as poorly 
informed, untrustworthy or not sharing the same values will generally be less acceptable (Eagly 
and Chaiken 1993; Hovland and Weiss 1951; Petty and Cacioppo 1986). A recent study indicates 
that the three national, purportedly non-partisan fact-checkers (FactCheck.org, the Fact Checker 
and PolitiFact.com) have broader reach in public discourse than do partisan fact-checkers. In 
particular, the national fact-checkers draw attention from centrist on-line sources as well as 
relatively equal attention from the left and right on the ideological spectrum (Graves and 
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Glaisyer 2012). They are widely cited by news outlets from National Public Radio to FOX News 
to The Daily Show. From this we can see how journalistic citation provides one measure of fact-
checker authority (Graves 2013). Thus, because theories of persuasion suggest that the credibility 
of a source is important, these national fact-checkers have an interest in providing independent 
reviews that are not driven by ideology or subjectivity so as to cultivate widespread citation. 
Based upon this logic, the following prediction is made: 
H: The three national fact-checkers in the U.S. will be able to consistently agree on the 
accuracy of factual claims. 
While previous research has demonstrated consistency in fact-checker evaluations during 
the 2008 U.S. presidential election (Author Cite, Forthcoming), it is possible that it was an 
anomalous situation. In a post-election debriefing, some of the top political strategists from the 
2012 U.S. presidential campaign did question the consistency of fact-checking during the 
election (Jamieson 2013). For instance, Stephanie Cutter of the Obama campaign said that “fact-
checkers were disagreeing with each other” (74). Although Eric Fehrnstrom of the Romney 
campaign agreed that there were times when fact-checkers “would go in different directions,” he 
also acknowledged there were times when all the fact-checkers lined up on the same side of an 
issue (73). Kevin Madden of the Romney campaign felt that the proliferation of fact-checking 
and each campaign’s selective use of fact-checks against the opposition undermined voter 
sentiment (73-4). David Axelrod of Obama’s campaign concluded that “…voters were 
discounting all of that stuff” (75). Given these anecdotal observations from campaign insiders, a 




Sample: For the purposes of this study, political ads from the 2008 and 2012 presidential 
election serve as the framework within which fact-checking is examined. Because they offer a 
bounded source of planned, strategically-crafted messaging by political figures, political ads 
minimize the likelihood of off-the-cuff remarks or gaffes. Other forms of political 
communication can be less predictable with interruptions or opportunities to misspeak as well as 
be less precise as in the example of statistical references from Santorum’s stump speech 
observed by Uscinski and Butler5. Furthermore, political advertising has become more than a 
means to influence voters; it has progressively served to set the news agenda as well. Moreover, 
as ad spending has exploded over the last decade, political advertising has increasingly drowned 
out other sources of information about candidates (Nichols and McChesney 2013; West 2010). In 
2012, for instance, the stupefying quantity of political advertising actually resulted in some 
broadcast news stations cutting back on the duration of their newscasts in order to allow for 
airing more political advertising inventory. Furthermore, in a post-Citizens United world6, 
political TV advertising is coming to define down ballot races and even local initiatives, 
referendums and judicial races (Nichols and McChesney 2013). 
Ads from presidential races, as opposed to congressional or gubernatorial races, were 
selected to set the context of this study for two reasons. First, previous research has indicated that 
more competitive races generate a greater amount of fact-checks on political ads (Fowler and 
Ridout 2009; Kahn and Kenny 2004). The race for the highest-elected office in the country 
generates more publicity and entails more ad spending than any other. Consequently, relative to 
other races, there is a larger proportion of ads from a presidential race that will have had the 
opportunity to be evaluated by the fact-checkers. Second, press coverage of congressional and 
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gubernatorial races is more localized, reducing the likelihood that a national fact-checking 
organization will have the resources to review many ads from those races.  
Ad claim accuracy is based upon the evaluations of FactCheck.org, PolitiFact.com and 
the Washington Post’s Fact Checker. Other organizations such as Spinsanity and newspapers 
such as the New York Times have conducted fact-checking. However, Spinsanity disbanded prior 
to the 2008 election, and the political ad coverage of the Times did not consistently assess the 
accuracy of the ads (Author Cite 2012). This analysis focuses specifically on FactCheck.org, 
PolitiFact.com and the Fact Checker because they are enduring fact-checking organizations on a 
national level that continue to operate beyond specific election cycles. Furthermore, they are 
considered the three elite, national fact-checkers (Graves and Glaisyer 2012). 
Researchers compiled 491 English-language television ads between the two presidential 
elections. This includes 285 ads that aired during the general election between June 7, 2008 (the 
date Hillary Clinton conceded the Democratic nomination to Obama) and November 4, 2008 
(Election Day) as well as 206 ads that aired between April 4, 2012 (the date President Obama 
aired his first general-election ad) and November 6, 2012 (Election Day). To facilitate coding of 
ad claims, only ads that were sixty seconds in length or shorter were included in this study. The 
ads were varyingly obtained from the online databases of Stanford University’s Political 
Communication Lab, NationalJournal.com, Eric Appleman’s Democracy in Action database 
hosted by George Washington University, the New York Times’ Election 2008 ad database, as 
well as from FactCheck.org, PolitiFact.com and the Washington Post’s Fact Checker.7 
Coding: Besides recording the ad name, sponsor and release date, ads were coded for the 
number of specific claims present as well as for other variables beyond the scope of this report. 
A claim was defined as any statement made in the ad regardless of whether its facticity could be 
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established. An initial draft of the coding instrument developed for this study was informally 
tested by the author and a research assistant. After a period of training the coders independently 
coded six political advertisements from the 2008 primary election. Coding problems and 
disagreements were discussed and the process was repeated until it was believed that the 
instrument achieved reliable coding. Of the total 491 ads, 100 were coded by both researchers. 
Because both nominal and interval level data were evaluated, inter-coder reliability was 
measured using Krippendorff’s alpha. This reliability estimate is adaptable to any level of 
measurement and number of judges and is regarded as a stringently conservative measure of 
agreement between coders that is not due to chance (Hayes and Krippendorff 2007; Lombard, 
Snyder-Duch and Bracken 2002). Following Jamieson, Waldman and Sherr (2000), a reliability 
level of greater than .60 was targeted. Using a macro in SPSS 20.0.0 to calculate Krippendorff’s 
alpha (Hayes and Krippendorff 2007), all variables emerged above this inter-coder reliability 
standard. Generally, most variables achieved an alpha score in excess of .80. Agreement on the 
number of ad claims in each ad exceeded .90. Thus, the reliability of coding efforts is sound.   
After collection and coding of the ads, the FactCheck, PolitiFact and Fact Checker 
databases were mined to determine which ads were evaluated by any of these fact-checking 
organizations. The accuracy of each ad claim was recorded using the evaluation designations 
assigned by each fact-checker. If a claim from a specific ad was not evaluated by the 
organizations, this was also noted.  
Results 
Krippendorff’s alpha was again calculated to assess the inter-coder reliability between the 
three fact checkers. Since the three fact-checkers used different methods to assess the accuracy 
of ad claims, inter-coder reliability was established based upon the presence or absence of any 
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inaccuracy in an ad claim. Reliability was at .66, above the minimum acceptable standard and 
thus establishing that agreement between the fact-checkers is unlikely due to chance.8 
Among the 491 collected television ads from both elections, the three fact-checkers 
published evaluations of 192 of them. Many of the ads, however, were only evaluated by a single 
fact-checker. Across both elections, only 65 ads drew evaluations from at least two of the fact-
checkers. Within these 65 ads, 150 different claims were scrutinized. Table 1 indicates the 
number of ads during each election that drew evaluations from more than one fact-checker. 
During the 2008 election, 80 ads were examined by any of the three fact-checkers; 53 
different claims were assessed by any two of the three organizations. FactCheck.org and 
PolitiFact scrutinized 36 of the same claims across 18 different ads (see Table 1). In these cases, 
agreement between FactCheck.org and PolitiFact was 98%. Again, because all three of the fact-
checkers used different methods to evaluate claim accuracy, agreement is based upon the 
presence or absence (rather than degree) of an inaccuracy. The quantity of the same claims being 
checked by the Fact Checker and the other organizations was fewer. Nonetheless, the remaining 
pairings between fact-checkers resulted in total agreement. Furthermore, when all three fact-
checkers evaluated the same six claims, they all came to the conclusion that there was an 
inaccuracy. 
Within the 112 ads examined by any of the three fact-checkers in 2012, 80 claims were 
assessed by two of the three and an additional 17 claims were evaluated by all three (see Table 
1). Agreement between the three fact-checkers was 100% across the 17 claims within 13 
different ads they all evaluated. Likewise, FactCheck and PolitiFact agreed 100% of the time on 
the 12 claims they both evaluated within 6 different ads. FactCheck and the Post’s Fact Checker 
agreed on the presence of an inaccuracy for 48 out of 49 claims (98% agreement) that both 
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evaluated across 12 ads. The Post’s Fact Checker and PolitiFact evaluated the same 19 claims in 
8 different ads. They agreed 95% of the time, or in 18 out of 19 cases, whether or not an 
inaccuracy was present. Thus, this evidence does seem to support the hypothesis that the three 
national fact-checkers are able to consistently agree on the accuracy of factual claims.   
While the fact-checkers agreed on the presence of an inaccuracy the overwhelming 
majority of the time, there were three instances of disagreement across the two elections. These 
disagreements highlight the challenges inherent in selecting which claims to verify. A look at the 
disagreement between FactCheck and PolitiFact in 2008 begins to put the issue in perspective. 
While contrasting Senator Obama to Governor Palin, an announcer in the “Alaska Maverick” ad 
claimed that Palin “took on oil producers.” FactCheck suggested this claim was misleading 
because it disregarded the attempts Obama had also made in taking on oil producers (Robertson 
and Gore 2008). PolitiFact evaluated this claim as being true. However, PolitiFact’s verdict was 
not on its landing (web) page for this ad, but rather on a separately linked page devoted 
specifically to “Palin’s efforts to oppose oil companies” (Adair 2008; Lane 2008). On this linked 
page, PolitiFact offered evidence supportive of the claim about Palin taking on oil producers - a 
claim which originated from Palin’s first speech as McCain’s running mate (Lane 2008). Thus, 
PolitiFact’s “true” designation was removed from the context of the ad. This may explain how 
the two fact-checking organizations could come to opposing conclusions. It also illustrates the 
challenges inherent in evaluating a statement removed from its context. Not only must fact-
checkers carefully select the claims they scrutinize, they must also consider the context in which 
a claim exists. 
There were two instances of fact-checker disagreement in 2012. In one case, 
FactCheck.org and the Post’s Fact Checker disagreed on a statement from a Romney ad called 
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“Dear Daughter.” The statement in question was the claim: “The poverty rate for women – the 
highest in 17 years.” While FactCheck.org clarified other aspects of the ad that could have been 
misleading, it indicated that the poverty statistics for women stated in the ad were cited correctly 
and offered no further analysis of them (Kiely 2012). The Post’s Fact Checker also found that 
the Romney ad correctly observed the poverty statistics for women. However, the Fact Checker 
indicated that the numbers deserved some context and offered four pieces of evidence 
suggesting, in part, that the high rate of female poverty was not unique to the Obama 
administration (Hicks 2012). In other words, while the claim itself was accurate, the reasonable 
inference the claim invited – that Obama’s policies were responsible for the high rate of poverty 
among women – was misleading. Thus, once again, the disagreement between fact-checkers was 
rooted in the amount of context used to interpret a claim. 
The other disagreement in 2012 involved an Obama ad called “Stretch.” The Fact 
Checker and PolitiFact disagreed on the accuracy of the claim that Romney had “a plan that will 
give millionaires another tax break…” In this case it was the Fact Checker that rated the ad’s 
claims as true, writing “we cannot fault the accuracy of its key points” (Kessler 2012). While the 
Fact Checker conceded that the Romney campaign refused to provide sufficient detail as to how 
the numbers added up for his tax and budget plans, it nonetheless awarded a Geppetto’s 
checkmark of truth to the ad. PolitiFact, however, was more cautious in its rating of “mostly 
true,” pointing out that the ad’s claims were based upon the Tax Policy Center’s assessment of 
Romney’s plan. Because the Tax Policy Center had to make some assumptions on Romney’s 
plan, wrote PolitiFact, “…these conclusions are not definite as long as the details of the plan 
remain unknown” (Moorhead 2012). In other words, the claim was true only to the degree the 
underlying assumptions were accurate. This (minimal) disagreement again exemplifies the perils 
 19 
fact-checkers face in their selection of claims to check. In this case, checking a claim for which 
all the necessary information required to verify it was not available resulted in varying 
conclusions. It also illustrates the challenges inherent in predicting the future, another concern 
raised by Uscinski and Butler. 
Discussion 
A concerning issue for Uscinski and Butler are the methods fact-checkers use to select 
statements, consider evidence and render judgment. They claim the procedures fact-checkers 
employ fail to stand up to the rigors of scientific inquiry and threaten to stifle political debate. An 
important counterpoint to argue is that none of the fact-checkers (as far as this author is aware) 
claim to use scientifically rigorous methods. Consequently, the authors’ concern would seem to 
be all the more reason to endorse more fact-checking rather than less. An enterprise of fact-
checkers who overwhelmingly arrive at similar conclusions using different methods lends 
credibility to their efforts akin to triangulation. To this point, we now have evidence that at least 
when it comes to evaluating claims in political ads from presidential races, leading U.S. fact-
checkers are highly consistent in their assessments. 
Despite Uscinski and Butler’s contention that some political claims are a matter of 
interpretation, there are some facts that are not debatable. Political advertisers have been shown 
to misuse source attributions in a way that falsifies the information they were intended to 
support. For instance, Roberts (2013) found that nearly half of the newspaper citations used in 
political ads from 2008 were based upon opinions rather than reporting. This is a distinction 
viewers are unlikely to make but one that has potentially influential consequences. The theory of 
source credibility suggests that the public is less likely to believe a statement from an opinion 
piece than one based upon a genuine news report. Other mis-uses of evidence have included 
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cherry-picking portions of news articles that favor a position while ignoring inconvenient aspects 
from the news source, mis-appropriating the source of information contained in a news article, or 
inventing headlines that did not appear with an original news story (Roberts 2012). Increasingly, 
the work and likenesses of political journalists are being appropriated as weapons to mislead the 
public in the battle of political advertisements (Hagey 2012). These practices are just but a few to 
demonstrate how unambiguous and not subject to interpretation some facts can be. As political 
advertising continues to dominate campaign spending and drive the news agenda, this is a clear-
cut area where fact-checking is particularly tenable. 
The implications of a consistent enterprise of fact-checking are multiple. For the public, 
they can be more comfortable that when following best-practices, fact-checkers can be a resource 
to bring context and clarity to political discourse. Experimental evidence shows that fact-
checking can be effective at correcting misinformation under certain conditions (Lewandowsky, 
Ecker, Seifert, Schwarz and Cook 2012; Nyhan and Reifler 2010; Thorson 2013).9 We also know 
that citizens who seek out fact-checking are better informed than those who do not (Annenberg 
2012). Furthermore, news outlets that offer fact-check reporting are perceived by the public as 
more trustworthy than those that offer the “he-said, she-said” style of reporting (Thorson 2013). 
Thus, providing fact-checking journalism may not only create a better informed electorate, but 
more trust in media as well. 
In contrast to Uscinski and Butlers’ consternation that fact-checking stifles political 
discourse, fact-checkers encourage it. According to the Fact Checker, “The success of this 
project depends, to a great extent, on the involvement of you--the reader…If you have facts or 
documents that shed more light on the subject under discussion, or if you think we have made a 
mistake, let us know.” Similarly, from PolitiFact: 
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We respect that reasonable people can reach different conclusions about a claim. If you 
disagree with a ruling, we encourage you to e-mail the writer or editor with your 
comments about our ruling. You can also post comments to our Facebook page or write a 
letter to the editor. We periodically publish these comments in our Mailbag feature. 
(Adair 2011) 
 
Many fact-checkers have anecdotally noted an increase in the amount of reader emails, phone 
calls, and letters to the editor after initiating fact-checking at their news organization. While 
some of the feedback is negative, much of it is not (Author Cite 2013).  
Fact-checking consistency also has implications for the behavior of political figures. 
When a framework of fact-checking becomes established, it should become more difficult for a 
politician to fabricate claims. For example, at the end of the 2012 U.S. presidential election, 
candidate Mitt Romney faced an impenetrable wall of fact-checkers. His claim that the Jeep-
brand auto maker was moving its U.S. manufacturing to China was widely condemned and may 
have cost him the election (Author Cite 2013). As a result of more recent fact-checking efforts, a 
special investigative commission was designated by the Chilean Congress in March 2014. El 
Poligrafo had revealed that candidates as well as authenticating officers had committed 
irregularities (such as forged signatures) in their registration to run for office. Modifications to 
Chilean voting laws are now under consideration and the candidates who committed the crimes 
are awaiting word of their penalties (“Advances” 2014). More generally, a field study in the U.S. 
has demonstrated that the threat of fact-checking reduces the likelihood that legislators will make 
inaccurate statements (Nyhan and Reifler 2013). Furthermore, experimental evidence suggests 
that politicians suffer reputational damage when shown by fact-checkers to be making false 
accusations (Thorson 2013). Thus, fact-checking has the potential to improve political behavior. 
With improved political behavior, a greater number of qualified candidates who previously may 
 22 
not have considered running for office may enter the political process. This would be a win for 
democracy. But this is only possible with consistent fact-checking. 
For journalism, the consistency of fact-checking is encouraging in that the evaluations of 
the leading fact-checkers are increasingly being used by journalists in their own reporting. Just 
the mere mention of fact-checking has increased exponentially in the last dozen years. Between 
2001 and 2012, the number of fact-checking references increased over 900% in U.S. newspapers 
and over 2,000% on U.S. radio and television news programs (Author Cite 2013). As cutbacks 
continue to reduce the staffing and resources in America’s newsrooms (McChesney and Pickard 
2011), the remaining journalists can look to FactCheck, PolitiFact and the Post’s Fact Checker as 
consistent resources to do the time-consuming task of fact-checking that they, themselves, may 
not be able to do. At the same time, as political advertising comes to dominate the down ballot 
races of judges (in some states) and even the proverbial dogcatcher, localized fact-checking will 
be an invaluable service even the smallest of news bureaus can offer to the public. 
In the end, the methodological concerns raised by Uscinski and Butler may not be as 
pervasive a problem in fact-checking as they suggest. Some of their concerns are supported only 
with anecdotal evidence. Other concerns are overgeneralizations. More fatally, their analysis was 
based upon a flawed sample that was comprised of multiple news organizations not dedicated to 
the practice of fact-checking. Nonetheless, it is important that news organizations that already or 
plan to employ fact-checking follow best practices of the enterprise.10 And as long as 
unambiguous practices of deception continue, fact-checking has an important role to play in the 
U.S. and around the world. 
Limitations and Future Research 
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It is possible that claims from political ads lend themselves more readily to the practice of 
fact-checking. Similar comparative studies can be undertaken to determine the consistency of 
fact-checkers within the context of assessing formal political addresses, stump-speeches, debates 
or talk show appearances. However, given Jamieson’s observation that political claims tend to be 
repeated throughout the course of a campaign (Author Cite 2013), one would expect the leading 
fact-checkers to be consistent in checking these forums as well. 
More research is needed on the effects and effectiveness of fact-checking in the U.S. 
How extensive is the practice and who is conducting fact-checking on a national, regional and 
local basis? How much and what kinds of feedback from the public does it generate? And given 
the expanding array of fact-checkers who employ different methods, do the effects and 
effectiveness of fact-checking vary based upon the presence or absence of a rating meter? 
Furthermore, given the spread of fact-checking internationally, future research needs to consider 
the cultural differences that may affect the practice of fact-checking. 
Finally, the present study does not measure the type and frequency of various forms of 
inaccuracies. While this would be another worthwhile effort, for the present time the author is 
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Table 1 Fact-Checker Agreement During U.S. Presidential Campaigns  
(among national fact-checkers) 
 
  2008  2012 
Fact-checker  Ads Claims Agreement  Ads Claims Agreement 
      # # % 
FactCheck.org, the 
Fact Checker, and 
PolitiFact.com 
 2 6 100  13 17 100 
FactCheck.org and 
the Fact Checker 
 5 9 100  12 49 98 
Fact Checker and 
PolitiFact.com 
 1 2 100  8 19 95 
FactCheck.org and 
PolitiFact.com 
 18 36 98  6 12 100 
Total  26 53   39 97  
 
Agreement is based upon the presence or absence of an inaccuracy when evaluating the same 





                                                      
1 After the revelation by El Poligrafo, Bachelet clarified that despite studying pediatrics, she 
never took the required board examinations because of financial reasons (“Advances” 2013).   
2 The section labeled “Inexplicit Selection Criteria” seems to be mislabeled and probably refers 
instead to “Inexplicit Judgment Criteria.” 
3 This figure is accurate as of 6/4/14 based upon a personal communication with Bill Adair on 
6/24/14.  The Duke University Reporter’s Lab report will be updated and published by the end of 
summer, 2014. 
4 Brooks Jackson, the former editor and co-founder of FactCheck.org has made this point 
explicitly.  He has said they do not use rating metrics because they have not found a scientifically 
rigorous way to do so.  Furthermore, both Kessler of the Fact Checker and Adair of PolitiFact 
have conceded that their rating metrics are a gimmick to make the information more accessible 
rather than scientifically valid (Author Cite 2013). 
5 The authors observed that PolitiFact designated as “Half True” a claim by Republican 
presidential candidate Rick Santorum in part because he cited specific poverty statistics as 5 
percent and 30 percent rather than 6.2 percent and 27 percent (172). 
6 In 2010, the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in Citizens United v. FEC effectively gave 
corporations, unions, trade groups and non-profits the ability to spend unlimited amounts of 
money on uncoordinated candidate advertising. 
7 The 2008 ad collection was crosschecked with data provided by the Campaign Media Analysis 
Group to ensure only ads that aired were used for this study. Any ads not in the CMAG data file 
were deemed not to actually have been paid ads that aired and were consequently omitted from 
analysis. The 2012 ad collection was reviewed by staff at the Wesleyan Media Project (WMP) 
who flagged the ads that actually aired. However, it is unknown whether the collected ads 
represent a census of all the ads that aired during the 2012 election. 
8 Despite the very high levels of agreement shown in Table 1, the relatively modest 
Krippendorff’s α of 0.66 can be attributed to the constraints imposed by the lack of non-binary 
data from FactCheck.org.  As detailed by Hayes and Krippendorff (2007: 87), the nominal 
version of α is always lower than the obtained α when the observers’ disagreements adhere to the 
metric of the selected α.  For instance, in their example where ordinal data achieved an α of 
0.7598, the same data treated nominally achieved an α of 0.4765.  Despite this constraint, 
however, the agreement levels in the present study are still acceptable. 
9 As all of the cited authors demonstrate, motivated reasoning can interfere with the efficacy of 
correction efforts. 
10 Some examples of best practices are available from: “A guide to effective fact-checking on-air 
and online.” 2012. FlackCheck.org. http://www.flackcheck.org/wp-
content/uploads/FactChecking-Brochure.pdf; Dobbs 2012; Jackson, Brooks and Kathleen Hall 
Jamieson. 2007. unSpun: Finding facts in a world of disinformation. New York: Random House; 
and Nyhan, Brendan and Jason Reifler. 2012. “Misinformation and fact-checking: Research 
findings from social science.” New America Foundation. 
http://newamerica.net/publications/policy/misinformation_and_fact_checking 
